A Gathering of Ladies
still wear the two black kerchiefs tied close round the
forehead, with points coming down over the ears and half
covering their hennaed plaits.
They all get up. " Peace be upon you. Welcome
and ease." We sit down, near to but not quite at the
higher end of the room. Beginning with those in the
most honourable seats, we bow separately to each, touching
our foreheads and breasts.
Conversation languishes. The daughter of the house,
very modern with shingled hair and high heels, offers
cigarettes and sweetmeats. A few remarks, like pebbles
dropped into the empty space of carpet round which we
sit, gradually warm up into gossip. The older ladies
really have charming faces, full of serenity and intelligence:
perhaps the serenity of quiet uncrowded years of seclusion
and the intelligence of people who read less and notice
more than we do. Their range is narrow, but nothing
that passes within it goes unobserved. The young women
are not very good looking: Baghdad has none of the
Syrian loveliness, unless there is a Circassian grandmother
or so to explain it: as I sit, I wonder how the rather
insipid faces turn to that charming mellowness of age.
Meanwhile my neighbour points with her cigarette to
a rather grim dowager who is leaving the room. " My
husband's first wife/9 she tells me.
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